Anxiogenic effects of high illumination levels assessed with the acoustic startle response in rats.
Previous studies have shown that the amplitude of the acoustic startle reflex is increased by the presentation of aversive stimuli. In the present study, the amplitude of acoustic startle in rats was increased by exposure to high illumination levels. The effect was directly related to the intensity (0, 8, 70, and 700 footlamberts) of illumination (experiment I); was blocked by the anxiolytic compound buspirone (experiment II); and showed little or no habituation with repeated testing (experiment III). These results suggest that the elevation of startle amplitude by light may reflect an unconditioned anxiogenic effect of high illumination levels. The possible utility of this phenomenon as an animal model of anxiety is discussed.